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Christopher Saxton’s 1579 Atlas of England and Wales: 
An Unexpected Savilian Book Among New College Library’s Treasures 

 
 

A contribution to our celebration of the 400th Anniversary of the  
Savilian Professorships in Geometry and Astronomy 

 
 
Over the course of this year, much work has been going on in New College Library to mark the 
400th anniversary of the Savilian Professorships in Geometry and Astronomy. These celebrations 
have included library exhibitions and a recently published book (the first in our new imprint) 
detailing the history of the professorships and the library collections associated with them. In 
preparation for these, I have been researching the life and work of the professorships’ founder Sir 
Henry Savile, an Elizabethan scholar and courtier with a dizzying range of accomplishments. As I 
read about his early life in Yorkshire, I recalled a New College book I had seen several months 
earlier which also had connections to Elizabethan Yorkshire. This book is one of the Library’s 
finest early printed volumes: Christopher Saxton’s 1579 Atlas of the Counties of England and Wales. A 
nineteenth-century owner of the book had noted on a flyleaf that the atlas’s original owners were 
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in England.1 Saxton’s maps represented the culmination of this revolution. Their most significant 
recent predecessor had been Gerard Mercator’s Angliae, Scotiae & Hiberniae nova descriptio. Produced 
in Duisburg in 1564, this colossal map 

http://www.bl.uk/onlinegallery/onlineex/unvbrit/a/001map0000183r2u000020f0.html
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The maps were not solely objects of 
use, however. After the initial surveying and 
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Now let us return to the topic of the New 
College atlas’s Savilian provenance. As well as the 
handsome gilt stamped centrepiece with his name on 
the atlas’s binding (pictured here), John Savile’s 
ownership of the atlas is left in no doubt by his 
inscription ‘I.S.’ and ‘Io. Savile 1580’ below the 
portrait of Elizabeth. These types of ownership 
marks are standard for books in this period. The more 
unusual marks of its Savilian owners can be found on 
the flyleaves at the beginning and end of the atlas. 
What initially appear to be pages of untidy scrawl 
reveal themselves, on closer inspection, to be a 

Savilian family history compiled by the 
Saviles themselves. Numerous hands 
traverse the pages, correcting and adding 
to each other’s contributions in English 
and Latin. These records of lives, 
marriages, births and deaths, extending 
back centuries before the time of the 
writers, weave a complex tapestry of the 
Saviles’ origins among the great dynasties 
of Yorkshire. In tracing their ancestral 
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